T here is evidence that governments all over the world are encouraging public sector organizations to collaborate when they buy products and services in order to achieve economies of scope and scale. For example, in the United Kingdom, a government strategy highlighted deriving value for money through collaborative purchasing (Bevir and O'Brien 2001; Communities and Local Government 2008; HM Treasury 2007; NAO and Audit Commission 2010) . In the Netherlands, the government is actively encouraging collaborative purchasing (PIANOo 2007) . In Germany, the federal government started initiatives (the Seven-Points Program on Public Procurement and the Program on Advanced Administration through Innovation) that give strategic directions for public supply, including suggestions to bundle demand.
More examples of collaborative contracts becoming increasingly popular can be found in countries such as the United States and Australia (Australia Department of Finance and Deregulation 2008; NASPO 2008) .
While there is evidence of collaborative purchasing policies in diff erent countries, there is a gap between policy goals and the realities of public sector organizations in purchasing groups. Some groups form and collaborate successfully, but some fail or dismantle, particularly in the early stages (Schotanus and Telgen 2007) . Th is paper explores what happens in the early stages of purchasing groups, aiming to provide insights to assist the development of more successful collaboration in purchasing groups. We defi ne these purchasing groups as organizations in which collaborative purchasing processes take place. Collaborative purchasing is then defi ned as the collaboration between multiple organizations in one or more steps of the purchasing process by pooling or sharing purchasing volumes, information, and/ or resources. By pooling or sharing, the collaborating organizations can obtain lower prices, reduce transaction costs, exchange knowledge and share lessons learned, and increase the quality of purchasing processes as well as the quality of purchased products and services. Although there seem to be some clear benefi ts from collaborating for public sector performance, relatively young purchasing groups still struggle with development (Schotanus and Telgen 2007) .
In the fi eld of public administration, some research has been conducted on the large-scale development of purchasing groups. For example, D 'Aunno and Zuckerman (1987) , Johnson (1999) , and Nollet and Beaulieu (2003) made important contributions in this area (Bakker et al. 2008 ). Th ese three papers
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1991). In the literature, three life-cycle models are discussed in the context of collaborative purchasing that describe how a purchasing group develops over time (D'Aunno and Zuckerman 1987; Johnson 1999; Nollet and Beaulieu 2003) . Th e core theoretical assertion of the life-cycle models is that purchasing groups pass through predictable life-cycle phases. A number of typical developments are expected to occur as young, small, and simple purchasing groups become older, larger, and more complex (based on Miller and Friesen 1984) .
Th e three life-cycle models were developed independently from one another, but overlap substantially. For instance, all models recognize four similar life-cycle phases and that purchasing groups develop in dimensions such as size. We have integrated the three models into one life-cycle model (see table 1 ). Note that we distinguish between early life-cycle phases and mature phases. Th e early phases are typically relevant for relatively young purchasing groups, which are quite common in the public sector (Schotanus 2007) .
Th e labels of the four life-cycle phases in the table are based on the results of D' Aunno and Zuckerman (1987) . Th e labels of the seven dimensions in the table are based on the dimensions of organizational types developed by Mintzberg (1979 Mintzberg ( , 1983 ) and on the interorganizational dimensions developed by Miller and Friesen (1984) and Nollet and Beaulieu (2003) .
Although the message of life-cycle models is that, in general, purchasing groups tend to follow the lifecycle pattern, Nollet and Beaulieu (2003) note that a purchasing group does not always have to start in the fi rst life-cycle phase, nor must the fi nal phase be aimed at as a key objective. In addition, based on contingency theory (e.g., Woodward 1958 Woodward , 1965 , we note that more developed forms do not always have to be the best forms, as diff erent organizational forms are appropriate in diff erent circumstances. We also acknowledge that life-cycle phases can only be assessed retrospectively, and the boundaries between phases are not clear-cut. Nevertheless, they are a useful concept to describe what happens over time and to learn from it (Greiner 1972) . Table 1 is a useful model on a high level, but it does not specify in detail how purchasing groups develop in a life-cycle phase. Th is is lamentable, as life-cycle phases may last for several years, and during these years, several small-scale developments may take place. For instance, a purchasing group in the fi rst life-cycle phase typically encounters several problems (and small-scale developments) because of limited resources, and a group in the third phase typically encounters several problems because of a growing number of members. A model that describes typical small-scale developments of purchasing groups could fi ll in this void. Unfortunately, although collaboration has been explored intensively in the literature (e.g., Leach 2006) , the literature does not provide a model that describes small-scale developments taking place in life-cycle phases.
Small-Scale Developments of Public Sector Purchasing Groups
describe the main life-cycle phases of purchasing groups (i.e., largescale developments). Unfortunately, little is known about detailed developments within each life-cycle phase (i.e., small-scale developments). Th ese detailed small-scale developments in organizations are diff erent from the long-term transition from one life-cycle phase to another (Smith, Carroll, and Ashford 1995) . Th is means there is little evidence on when and under what circumstances specifi c problems can be expected, prevented, or overcome in purchasing groups within each life-cycle phase. We assume that such problems within a phase can cause development to stagnate and could cause termination, which is especially relevant in the early phases when these purchasing groups are least mature and most vulnerable. Insight into small-scale developments could improve our understanding on how purchasing groups develop over time and support relatively young purchasing groups in their performance and development.
To bridge the aforementioned research gap and to create a better understanding of developments within life-cycle phases, this paper explores small-scale developments in life-cycle phases. Our research question is as follows: what are the small-scale developments that take place in the early life-cycle phases of purchasing groups? To capture these developments in early life-cycle phases, we have chosen to focus on three relatively recently established purchasing groups in diff erent countries.
Th is paper makes a novel contribution in three ways. First, our study extends beyond the existing literature by looking at a more detailed level at developments within life-cycle phases. Interestingly, we fi nd that the small-scale developments in the three cases studies are similar. Second, our research provides insights for public sector practitioners seeking to collaborate with other organizations on procurement. Th ird, our research aims to inform policy makers, who are keen to promote collaborative purchasing, to focus on supporting the developments.
Th e paper is organized in the following way. First, we review the existing literature on purchasing group development. Next, we describe the three case studies and the methodology used. In the results section, we aim to identify small-scale developments. Th e last sections discuss the implications, limitations, and conclusions.
Literature Review
In this section, we fi rst discuss the existing literature on life-cycle phases. Next, we discuss the relevance of studying small-scale developments in more detail.
A Life-Cycle Model of Purchasing Groups
When purchasing groups develop over time, they should be organized diff erently and should be applicable to the accomplishment of diff erent tasks, goals, and strategies (based on Th ompson et al.
Th is paper makes a novel contribution in three ways.
First, our study extends beyond the existing literature by looking at a more detailed level at developments within life-cycle phases. . . . Second, our research provides insights for public sector practitioners seeking to collaborate with other organizations on procurement. Th ird, our research aims to inform policy makers, who are keen to promote collaborative purchasing, to focus on supporting the developments. developed purchasing groups. Th is enabled us to look back over the early life-cycle phases. An advantage of studying the development of relatively young purchasing groups is that the fi rst life-cycle phase of the groups took place only a couple of years ago. Th erefore, a similar study of the creation of contemporary purchasing groups should not produce much diff erent results (Miller and Friesen 1984) . As we had ongoing relationships with the groups, we could also return to them if additional information was required to build a rich picture of their development. Th e three purchasing groups have been active for at least fi ve years but fewer than 10 years. In the next three subsections, we describe the case studies in more detail.
Case study 1 Th e fi rst case study investigates a purchasing group consisting of, at the time, almost 50 health care organizations in the United Kingdom. Th e members diff er in size, among other things. Th e purchasing group is a separate organization, although not a separate legal entity. It started informally by building an organizational framework. A year later, the group started formally after securing funding from six members. Th e group services include strategic involvement with members and taking over the purchasing activities of some members. Members invest in the group against a promised return on investment, which is laid down in a service-level agreement. Th e main goals of the group are obtaining better leverage and compliance with contracts. Currently, the group is governed by a board of directors representing its members. It also has a chief executive offi cer who is responsible for day-to-day operations. Annually, performance targets are set, including the achievement of tangible savings for the members. Th e focus of the group lies in regional and local health purchasing, but attention is also paid to cross-government regional purchasing and the uptake of national contracts.
To identify small-scale developments, we draw on the life-cycle model in table 1 and aim to add more detail by identifying smallscale developments that take place in the early life-cycle phases. For each dimension in table 1, we expect that after several small-scale developments, a purchasing group develops from one life-cycle phase to the next. In addition, we expect the dimensions to occur consistently across group members, so that purchasing groups develop on all dimensions more or less simultaneously.
Method
In this section, we fi rst describe the case studies and discuss the link between our research question and the methodology. Next, we discuss the data collection and the research procedure.
Data Sources
We conducted three case studies, as multiple case studies allow for comparison and replication in multiple settings (Johnston, Leach, and Liu 1999) . To build up a complete picture of the small-scale developments of a purchasing group, detailed data collection is necessary, and access is often a constraint. Th erefore, we used convenience sampling in order to ensure in-depth case access (Miles and Huberman 1994) . Hence, we chose to work with existing contacts to ensure that we gained a good understanding of the developments that take place in life-cycle phases. We have observed that governments in diff erent countries are introducing policies on collaborative purchasing, so we chose to investigate groups from diff erent countries to avoid limiting our potential fi ndings to a particular country context or policy framework.
Based on prior knowledge through our contacts, the three cases were chosen because we were aware that they had been in existence for several years and that they represented relatively young, yet Denzin and Lincoln (1998) describe diff erent forms of triangulation; our research involved (1) data triangulation by using diff erent sources of information; (2) methodological triangulation by using interviews and document analysis, and (3) investigator triangulation, as all four researchers analyzed the summarized data of each case study and analyzed the codes and combined results of the case studies (this applies to, among other things, the coding mentioned in the procedure section, tables 3-7 in the results section, and the appendix, which describes tables 3-7 in more detail). Th ere were some diff erences in interpretation between the researchers during the data analysis. We discussed these diff erences and went on refi ning the codes and combined results until the fi ndings from the diff erent researchers aligned. By using triangulation methods, we enhanced the reliability and internal validity of the study.
Procedure
Our research procedure was as follows. First, we created a detailed timeline for each purchasing group from their start to the time of collecting the data. We created the timelines by using procedures similar to those described by Miller and Friesen (1984) , Dey (1993) , Miles and Huberman (1994) , Ariño and Torre (1998), and Beverland and Bretherton (2001) . Th is means that every time a driver, condition, goal, problem, reaction, or achievement was mentioned in one of the data sources, we added this as a point to the timeline. We concentrated our analysis on interorganizational phenomena. For instance, we incorporated all problems that arise from the diffi culty of coordinating activities of several diff erent group members, each of which has its own goals and established routines (Montjoy and O'Toole 1978) .
Second, we searched for patterns in the timelines of the three case studies by using procedures similar to those described by Miller and Friesen (1984) and Miles and Huberman (1994) . We identifi ed similarities and diff erences between the cases and coded all issues found. We used diff erent codes for diff erent types of issues. For example, we used codes such as "driver number one," "achievement number one," "achievement number two," and so on. For similar issues, we used the same codes. For example, we used the same code for all problems regarding the issue that the members of a purchasing group have diff erent purchasing needs.
Th ird, we classifi ed the codes by using the dimensions shown in table 1. For example, we classifi ed the code for "fl exible agreements with suppliers" as the dimension "supplier relationships."
Fourth, for each dimension, we placed all codes of the case studies in chronological order in one document. Th is document allowed us to position the codes by using the life-cycle phases shown in table 1. Th e chronological order of the codes turned out to be predictable.
Case study 2 Th e second case study investigates a purchasing group consisting of fi ve Dutch municipalities. Th e members are all located in the same region, and the group is not a separate legal entity. By analyzing purchasing spending, the members found several opportunities for collaborative purchasing. Diffi culties arise occasionally because of organizational diff erences, making it diffi cult for members to collaboratively improve the professional level of their purchasing functions and to fi nd agreement on specifi cations. Still, all members evaluate the group as successful. Most collaborative projects lead to lower prices, improved process quality, and improved product quality. Currently, the group has a steering committee that coordinates the collaborative projects. During the steering committee meetings, the initiation and progress of collaborative projects is discussed. Th e group employs a part-time manager.
Case study 3 Th e third case study investigates a purchasing group consisting of 15 scientifi c-technical and biological-medical German research centers. Th e centers pursue long-term research goals on behalf of the state and society as autonomous scientifi c bodies. Some of the research centers operate sites all over Germany. Others operate locally, but all of them are already part of a registered association which loosely integrates strategic directions. Th e purchasing managers of the research centers participate in a management board, which meets twice a year to discuss topics concerning the purchasing function. After the liberalization of the energy markets, this board initiated the collaborative purchasing of electricity. Th e rotating leader of the board organizes and administers the collaborative purchase of electricity. Th e group, which is not a separate legal entity, carried out three tenders for electricity in several years' time. Diffi culties arose occasionally because of diff erences in required contract terms. Nevertheless, cost reductions were achieved and duplication of eff orts and activities was prevented. Th e group ended after the third tender because of problems with one of the suppliers during the supplier selection process for a new collaborative contract.
Data Collection
In order to understand how problematic factors interrelate in organizations, it is necessary to study the historical development of an organization by utilizing methods of longitudinal analysis (Miller and Friesen 1984; Smith, Carroll, and Ashford 1995) . Th erefore, we collected several sources of data over the complete timeline of the purchasing groups. Th e data sources include minutes, reports, business letters, administration data, and articles written about the groups over the complete timeline. We also carried out semistructured interviews with diff erent stakeholders. Th ese interviews were carried out to verify and complement the other data sources. We verifi ed our interpretations of the interviews and our fi ndings with the interview respondents. Th e data collection for each case study is summarized in table 2. between the members and to address all member concerns equitably. For case study 2, this was one of the reasons for expanding the group slowly. Table 4 gives the small-scale developments for the goals dimension (see appendix). Th e table shows that the purchasing groups started with simple goals, such as reducing purchasing prices, reducing transaction costs, and sharing information. At the end of the fi rst life-cycle phase, the goals of the individual organizations regarding the purchasing group were synchronized to a large extent.
Goals Dimension
In the second life-cycle phase, case studies 1 and 2 also started to professionalize purchasing processes that took place within the purchasing departments of the members. As the goals became more sophisticated and organization-wide, it became more important to clearly communicate the goals to all stakeholders. Overall, case studies 1 and 2 developed from an ad hoc and purchasing focus to a more general business and corporate focus. Table 5 shows the developments for the dimension that is related to establishing what to do together in a purchasing group (see appendix). Th e table shows that the purchasing groups started with an ad hoc approach by a small number of enthusiasts. As the members came from diff erent starting points, synchronization of specifi cations, contracts, terms, and suppliers was necessary in all case studies. After the fi rst quick wins were achieved, it became useful to carry out a basic spending analysis for identifying new potential collaborative projects. Th is approach was used in case studies 1 and 2. It turned out to be diffi cult to compare spending analyses of the individual organizations, as the systems of the members were not synchronized yet. For case study 3, questionnaires were used to fi nd It rarely happened that the order of the codes in one case was much diff erent from the order in another case.
Strategy and Activities Dimension
Based on the results of the analysis just described, we identifi ed several small-scale developments for each dimension and for each life-cycle phase. Finally, we used the format of the purchasing development model of Monczka et al. (Axelsson, Rozemeijer, and Wynstra 2005; Leyenaar et al. 2005) to structure how we presented the small-scale developments. Th is means that we used similar sentence structures and similar sentence parts, such as "Like 2," as Monczka et al. did in their model. Tables 3-7 in the next section and the appendix show the results of this formatting exercise. As we only used the development model of Monczka et al. as a format, it did not infl uence the actual content of our results, but gave us a structure and format for the data.
By building the timelines, we integrated the diff erent data sources. In addition, we reduced the size of the data set to three orderly timelines. Th e largest timeline (case study 2) consisted of 132 points, such as drivers or problems. Th e smallest timeline (case study 3) consisted of 75 points.
Results
In this section, we identify the small-scale developments that took place in the early life-cycle phases in the case studies. Th is means that for each dimension in table 1, we describe several achievements, problems, and possible reactions that may occur in the early life-cycle phases. Th e achievements, problems, and reactions are integrated in tables 3-7. In other words, the fi ve tables summarize the small-scale developments of the purchasing groups analyzed on fi ve dimensions (a more complete overview of the small-scale developments is shown in the appendix). In succession, we discuss these small-scale developments for each dimension.
Member Relationships Dimension
Th e summarized small-scale developments for the member relationships dimension are shown in table 3 (see appendix). Th e table shows that the purchasing groups were set up by members inexperienced in collaborative purchasing. Th e concept of collaborative purchasing seemed benefi cial to them, but in order to gain collaborative benefi ts, the members fi rst had to invest in the group. Th is resulted in some internal resistance. Th e members overcame this resistance by engaging with internal stakeholders-for instance, by assigning problem owners from relevant stakeholder groups. To resolve diff erences between the members, all case studies set fl exible collaborative arrangements in place. Diff erences in experience and knowledge were resolved by bridging gaps through benchmarking or off ering training. Note that diff erences in specifi cations and supplier preferences have an impact on both the dimension "activities" and the dimension "member relationships." To be able to cope with mutual diff erences, the members synchronized some diff erences (dimension "activities") and/or used fl exible collaborative arrangements (dimension "member relationships").
In the second life-cycle phase, a higher level of trust between the members became present. Commitment between the members became more and more important as the groups carried out additional collaborative activities. As the group size became larger in case study 1, it became more diffi cult to manage the relationships Across the cases, it appears that some similar collaborative problems were hard to solve (e.g., "it is diffi cult to calculate savings"), and the purchasing groups are still searching for feasible solutions. At the end of the fi rst life-cycle phase, supplier problems were handled on the group's behalf and not individually.
Next, the groups may start employing one or more group managers and/or assistants. For all groups, purchasing systems were set in place to manage the activities and contracts of the group. In the end of the second life-cycle phase, the groups also started measuring the performance of the group semiautomatically. For all case studies, problems related to favoritism were solved by establishing a sense of objectivity through leader rotation, a neutral offi ce location, and/or a neutral party (e.g., "by turning the group into an independent third party organization").
Supplier Relationships Dimension
As the purchasing groups did not develop much on the dimension "supplier relationships," we omitted this dimension from our analysis. It is not unexpected that the groups did not develop much on this dimension, as the model in table 1 shows that there is no signifi cant diff erence between groups in the fi rst early life-cycle phase and groups in the second early life-cycle phase.
Discussion
Based on the results of the case studies, we observe that it does become more diffi cult at a small-scale level than at a large-scale level new projects. Th is method lacked a thorough fi nancial analysis, but there were no synchronization problems.
In the second life-cycle phase, the members of case studies 1 and 2 started conducting more extensive spending analyses. Th e members also carried out tenders for more complex items. Examples include the procurement of management consultancy services, care services, and information and communication technologies. To be able to purchase complex items as a group, more synchronization eff orts were necessary for case study 1. Case study 2 used a diff erent approach and tendered more in lots to reduce the need for synchronization. Synchronization problems are seen as disadvantages of collaborative purchasing that are tolerated by the groups. It is accepted by the members that collaborative purchasing takes more time than individual purchasing because of synchronization. Table 6 shows how the purchasing groups developed on the organization dimension (see appendix). Th e groups started by carrying out a feasibility study. For all case studies, common problems related to the autonomy of the members were resolved by setting up an informal voluntary group and by voluntary collaboration. In the group, decisions were made using consensus decision making. Furthermore, all groups defi ned and agreed on contract commitment, the evaluation of outcomes, and the communication and information provision. At the end of the fi rst life-cycle phase, tasks were clearly divided among the members, which was a problematic issue in the beginning of this life-cycle phase.
Organization Dimension
In the second life-cycle phase, agreements were made to prevent midway cancellations by members. To prevent inconsistent or incomplete evaluations, the group in case study 1 created standardized evaluation procedures. Th e group in case study 2 sent more reminders regarding evaluations. Furthermore, in case studies 1 and 2, an important distinction was made between central (one member or an external party carries out the tasks for a tender) and coordinated purchasing (several members carry out the tasks in a coordinated manner). Table 7 shows the developments for the group resources and support staff dimension (see appendix). To inform and keep the members up to date, the groups used diff erent methods. Th e groups published simple newsletters, reports, records on progress, and/or a website. complex tenders lead to more differences 6. Like 5, but members benchmark purchasing functions; stakeholders are consulted before tenders Maturity 7. Like 6, but group offers more diversifi ed commodities and services 4. Like 3, but group employs one or more managers and/or assistants 5. Like 4, but a purchasing/contract management system/portal is set in place 6. Like 5, but group uses performance indicators to measure its performance Maturity 7. Like 6, but the group uses e-auctions and has e-catalogs and e-links with its members member relationships typically need time to evolve, corresponding with previous fi ndings on collaboration between public sector organizations (Leach 2006) . Usually, the members of young purchasing groups need some experience in collaborative purchasing and need to know and trust each other before complex tenders can be conducted.
Resources and Support Staff Dimension

Limitations
Th is study has some limitations, starting with the case studies selected. We conducted only three case studies of purchasing groups in the public sector. Because we studied a limited number of cases, we were able to research the case contexts in depth at a small-scale level. Still, our limited number of case studies will aff ect the generalizability of the fi ndings, in particular when trying to match responses to specifi c problems and their applicability to the private sector. More case studies might reveal more problems and potentially more possible reactions to problems. In addition, the lengths of periods of analysis vary to some extent. Th erefore, it is not possible to draw conclusions about rates of change (Miller and Friesen 1984) . In our selection of cases, it is also diffi cult to compensate for survivor bias, as we only studied relatively successful groups. Further limitations concern the methodological approach and analysis adopted. We studied the evolution of the purchasing groups partly in retrospect. Th is may have aff ected the data and our fi ndings, as people are selective and can be biased in what they remember. We tried to counter this as much as possible through triangulation of data (Miles and Huberman 1994) . Finally, as our focus was on the development of the purchasing groups, we did not include a focus on industry-and/or countryspecifi c factors. We propose that future research should include this, as it could uncover additional or alternate insights into the development of purchasing groups.
Managerial Implications
Our research has implications for policy makers and practitioners. Policy makers need to be mindful that despite the introduction of collaborative purchasing policies in diff erent countries, purchasing groups may founder in their implementation. More thought may need to be put into support for purchasing groups to maximize the chances of their success. Th is research identifi es fi ve dimensions that may contribute to success in early stages of collaboration in purchasing groups, which may have salience for practitioners about to embark on or in the early stages of collaborating on purchasing. Th ese dimensions include "member relationships," "goals," "strategies and activities," "organization," and "resources and support staff ."
If one wants to develop a purchasing group, then specifi c attention should be paid to the interorganizational management dimensions "strategy and activities" and "goals." Among other things, these dimensions concern the decision whether to collaborate and, if agreed between parties, it can support collaborative working as it specifi es the direction of travel for a group. If a group does not develop in these dimensions, then it will most likely not get involved in the collaborative purchasing of complex or primary purchasing needs. Also, if conscious decisions regarding the dimensions "strategy and activities" and "goals" are not made and a purchasing group is set up in an inappropriate situation, this could aff ect the development of the group.
Th e tables in the appendix can practically assist purchasing groups in their development. Th e tables in the appendix provide detailed to predict the development of an individual purchasing group. Nevertheless, we observe that most of the small-scale problems occurring in purchasing groups follow a predictable path (see also tables 3-7 and the appendix). For each dimension, this confi rms that the core theoretical assertion of the life-cycle models-that purchasing groups pass through predictable life-cycle phases-is also true on a small scale. Despite the fact that our fi ndings are formulated at a small-scale level and the previous fi ndings of D'Aunno and Zuckerman (1987) , Johnson (1999) , and Nollet and Beaulieu (2003) are formulated at a life-cycle phase level, our fi ndings confi rm most of the existing life-cycle phases. As the previous studies were carried out in health care and the education sector, and our study also included diff erent sectors through studying health care organizations, municipalities, and research centers, it seems reasonable to believe that the previous fi ndings and our fi ndings hold lessons for public practice in general. Potential problems and decision-making points are elicited, which can determine the future development of relatively young purchasing groups.
Despite the fact that most of the small-scale problems follow a predictable path, the ways in which the purchasing groups deal with these problems may diff er depending on the specifi c situation of the group. When comparing the cases, we found similarities in the type of problems and reactions to these problems, but, as shown in the results section, we also found diff erent responses to similar problems. Th e similarities indicate that certain problems have similar "logical" responses, while the diff erences indicate that people can respond diff erently to the same problem given the specifi c situation of the group. It might well be that culture and industry diff erences also play a factor in the diff erences in responses. Th is is in line with contingency theory (e.g., Woodward 1958 Woodward , 1965 , which suggests that diff erent organizational forms and responses are appropriate in diff erent circumstances. Th e way in which responses aff ect the performance of a purchasing group requires further investigation.
It turns out that the dimensions of the existing life-cycle models of purchasing groups (see table 1) do not have to be cohesive. Th e existing theoretical assertion of life-cycle models suggests that groups have to develop all dimensions simultaneously, as young purchasing groups become older, larger, and more complex (based on Miller and Friesen 1984) . Our results do not imply this, but state that this theoretical assertion is only true on a dimensional level. Depending on the form of a group, it might be that a group develops much on one dimension (e.g., it develops on one dimension to a mature life-cycle phase), yet not on another (e.g., on another dimension it remains in the earliest life-cycle phase). For instance, the third case study only involved the collaborative purchasing of electricity. For this reason, resources such as a contract management system were not necessary. Th erefore, group showed almost no development on the dimension "resources and support staff ." Because the group involved 15 members, the group had to pay more attention to the dimension "organization" than case study 2. Th erefore, the group went through several small-scale developments on this dimension.
Finally, for some dimensions, small-scale developments can take place in a short period of time and can quickly develop to the next life-cycle phase. For other dimensions, more time seems necessary, and these dimensions may develop much slower. For instance, our fi ndings in the early phases, as they could enable us to observe closely what happens at the time when problems and changes occur.
Future research could investigate industry-and/or country-specifi c factors and how they infl uence the developments of a purchasing group. For example, there could be a more in-depth investigation of small-scale developments in specifi c sectors such as health care, or as demonstrated in the collaborative purchase of specifi c goods and services such as electricity, or how the country policy context aff ects the development of groups. Such directions for further research could uncover additional or alternate insights into the development of groups.
Th e variation in responses to purchasing group developments could also be scrutinized in more depth, investigating the infl uence of variables such as the specifi c situation of the group, the personal attributes and attitudes of the practitioners, and the organizational cultures of the member organizations. In addition, the way in which purchasing group responses aff ect the performance of groups would be worthy of further research. Th is line of investigation would be particularly important for policy makers and practitioners who are keen to demonstrate the relationship between collaborative purchasing and organizational performance.
Our research results show that how much purchasing groups develop on the dimensions can vary under diff erent circumstances. As noted, purchasing groups do not have to develop the diff erent dimensions simultaneously. Th is means that the theoretical assertion of the life-cycle models that groups pass through predictable life-cycle phases is only true on a dimensional level. On a higher general level, the theoretical assertion does not have to be true as the dimensions do not have to develop simultaneously. Th is raises new and intriguing research questions related to which ideal combinations of dimension developments are desired under which circumstances to achieve successful collaboration. Certain ideal combinations of dimension developments could be identifi ed as new purchasing group types. Possible group types are:
• Large centralized purchasing groups. Such groups ideally have many members to obtain economies of scale. It is important to address the many member concerns equitably and sustain commitment of the members. Th e organization should be organized centrally, as it would cost too much time and eff ort to involve all members in the decision-making processes. As a result, the group should have very competent resources. Th is means that the dimensions "age and size," "member relationships," "organization," and "resources and support staff " should be mature. Th e other dimensions could be mature, but do not necessarily have to be so to be a successful purchasing group.
• Small coordinated purchasing groups with few members. Such groups ideally have few members to be able to learn from each other and carry out tasks collaboratively. As the group is descriptions of small-scale developments of purchasing groups in early life-cycle phases. For each dimension, purchasing groups could determine the desired situation for the group, as well as assess where they currently see themselves as positioned on the various dimensions. If the current and desired situations diff er and development is necessary, then the small-scale developments mentioned in the appendix can assist the group in reaching the desired situation step by step. Th is could help prevent groups from failing or dismantling, particularly in the early stages. Th e tables in the appendix could be modifi ed into a formalized managerial tool to help groups develop. Furthermore, the problems and pitfalls of small-scale developments of groups in early life-cycle phases could be introduced in training for public sector procurers who are contemplating collaborative purchasing.
Conclusion
Our results draw on the experiences of three relatively young yet developed public sector purchasing groups. Although we conducted an exploratory study, the results provide a new small-scale perspective on collaborative purchasing. Th e results include solutions to collaborative purchasing problems and detailed descriptions of typical small-scale developments that take place in the early life-cycle phases in purchasing groups. Th e results contribute to the literature by providing a detailed life-cycle model for purchasing groups (see tables 3-7 and the appendix). Th e typical small-scale developments can help us better understand, learn from others, and enable the development of groups step by step, ultimately to improve their performance. Th is improved understanding can also help to build competence and trust and, if necessary, increase members' willingness to hand over responsibility and allow the life-cycle level change from a local informal network into a more distant and structured third party that takes over procurement tasks and activities.
We observe that most of the small-scale problems occurring in purchasing groups follow a predictable path, but the way in which the purchasing groups deal with these problems may diff er depending on the specifi c situation of the purchasing group. We also show that in contrast to the existing life-cycle models for collaborative purchasing (see table 1), it turns out that not all dimensions of the life-cycle models are cohesive. Th is means that purchasing groups do not have to develop all dimensions simultaneously. Depending on the form of a group, it might be that a group can develop fi rst on one dimension yet not on another.
Implications for Further Research
To further the understanding of collaborative purchasing in future research, more steps, problems, and possible solutions could be studied and added to the results in tables 3-7 and the appendix. More longitudinal studies could also help explore the small-scale developments of later life-cycle phases and assess the validity of We observe that most of the small-scale problems occurring in purchasing groups follow a predictable path, but the way in which the purchasing groups deal with these problems may diff er depending on the specifi c situation of the purchasing group.
Our research results show that how much purchasing groups develop on the dimensions can vary under diff erent circumstances. . . . Th is raises new and intriguing research questions related to which ideal combinations of dimension developments are desired under which circumstances to achieve successful collaboration.
Appendix: Detailed Small-Scale Development Descriptions of Purchasing Groups It is made clear what all members expect and the arrangements are based on an understanding of member needs. To prevent motivation problems and inequality, rotation of tasks could be set in place. 3. Like 2, but the group increases bonding to improve the interpersonal relations between senior managers and purchasers of the members. This can be done by informal meetings. It turns out to be diffi cult to allocate gains, costs, and risks equitably among members. Formal collaborative transition 4. Like 3, but the members know each other well and/or the group's personnel knows the members well. A high level of trust between the members is present. 5. Like 4, but membership commitment is sustained at senior manager and purchaser level. The senior managers of the members and the managers of the group periodically meet to address the collaboration. 6. Like 5, but if the group size becomes larger, then it becomes more diffi cult to manage the many member relationships. Typically, the collaboration is not free of engagement anymore. The discussion may be started whether the organizational form needs drastic change. Maturity 7. Like 6, but the group becomes more capable in addressing all member concerns equitably. 1. The collaborative goals are general and are often set by the purchasing managers. Goals include price reductions, transaction costs reductions, increased product quality, and sharing information. The goals are oriented toward purchasing. 2. Like 1, but the collaborative goals are also set for specifi c projects. The goals are in line with the organizational goals of the members. General goals also include learning from each other and preventing duplication of efforts and activities. From now, the costs should be lower than the benefi ts. 3. Like 2, but the top managers of the members support the general collaborative goals. From now, all members share similar collaborative goals. Formal collaborative transition 4. Like 3, but goals are compared to the fi nal results and if necessary, corrective actions are taken. 5. Like 4, but goals are also clearly communicated to all stakeholders. 6. Like 5, but it is also an goal to improve the purchasing processes of the members. In addition, the members make priorities between goals. Maturity 7. Like 6, but the collaborative goals and the organizational goals of the members start to integrate. The goals are oriented toward logistics and general business. The focus is on increased effi ciency and reduced total costs of ownership. 1. There is an ad hoc approach. The group is driven by enthusiasts -champions -, they follow policy or copy what is believed to be best practice. If there is a shared purchasing need for simple generic items by chance, then the members tender collaboratively. It is not checked whether the members have suffi cient mandate, internal support, resources, and knowledge to carry out the tenders. If the members lack specifi c knowledge, then consultancy services are used. The potential savings are rough estimates. 2. There is a quick win approach. From now, new projects are triggered by shared problems or shared needs. Specifi cations, suppliers, contract terms, and calendars are synchronized. There is a strong focus on buying secondary and standardized products with no emotional charge. The members share several purchasing tips and tricks during the meetings of the group. 3. Like 2, but the members compare basic quantitative spending analyses and benchmarks, giving insights in potential price and cost savings, similarities, differences, and potential problems. Spending analyses are diffi cult to compare as the systems of the members are not synchronized. It is diffi cult to fi nd lucrative collaborative areas. A legal adviser is consulted before tenders are carried out to prevent transparency and juridical issues. Formal collaborative transition 4. Like 3, but the members compare extensive quantitative spending analyses. The members know when they want to collaborate. Primary and future purchasing needs are considered for the collaborative purchasing of simple and complex items. Mutual differences are confronted rather than ignored. So, more efforts are necessary for synchronization of purchasing procedures, plans, common procurement vocabulary codes, and purchasing conditions. Sometimes, the group tenders in lots or does not synchronize everything. When tendering in lots and/or using the concept of multiple sourcing, the focus is not on lower purchasing prices. In this case, collaborative goals are reducing transaction costs, sharing knowledge, and pooling resources. 5. Like 4, but the pros and cons of new projects are clearly calculated and communicated to each other. Complex tenders lead to more differences in needs. The commercial focus may increase. 6. Like 5, but the members compare quantitative and qualitative spending analyses and benchmark their complete purchasing functions to fi nd more collaborating and learning opportunities. If the group is relatively small, then purchasing systems and supporting services are synchronized. All main stakeholders are consulted before complex tenders. Purchasing policies and supporting services are also synchronized Maturity 7. Like 6, but the group starts offering more diversifi ed commodities and services to the members. If the members lack specifi c knowledge, then workshops, education, and training sessions are offered by the group. This way, the purchasing competences of the members are further developed.
relatively small, it is not very diffi cult to address the diff erences in the members' needs adequately. Th e organizations should have a coordinated organization and all members can infl uence the decision-making processes. Th e members should have competent recourses, but the group does not necessarily have to have such resources. Th e group should focus on total cost reduction, as goals such as price reduction can be better obtained by large groups. Th is means that the dimensions "age and size" and Life-cycle phase Small-scale developments for establishing the organizational structure of the group Informal coalition emergence 0. There is no coordination between the members. 1. Extra member resources are made available to carry out a feasibility study and set up a group. The members can sign requirements of confi dentiality. For groups with many members or activities, a steering committee is set in place. The purchasing tasks are carried out by project groups. There is a direct link between the steering committee and the project groups. 2. Like 1, but the members may use trial periods for new items in case they cope with change resistance. They may also get alongside individuals and tailor services to get support and people collaborating. The group uses consensus decision making. The members have made agreements about when and how to inform each other about past (expiry dates), current, and future projects. 3. Like 2, but the tasks are clearly divided and there are some collaborative procedures. Each contract has a contract manager to obtain contract compliance and to keep the contracts up-to-date. Top management support is guaranteed by management sponsors. The members think about whether or not others may join. Formal collaborative transition 4. Like 3, but the group becomes more multidisciplinary. The group makes clear agreements about how to communicate with each other. There are clear procedures about how to obtain necessary information from the members for new joint tenders and there are membership criteria. The group has exit moments during collaborative tenders and binding contracts are considered to prevent midway cancellations by members. To prevent incomplete or inconsistent project evaluations, reminders are sent and evaluations are standardized and reported. 5. Like 4, but the group kicks off new complex projects with all key persons as these projects have multiple stakeholders. Problems are proactively dealt with. Top management decides whether centralized (one member carries out the tasks) or coordinated purchasing (several members carry out the tasks) is suitable. 6. Like 5, but centralized purchasing is carried out by an external party or by the group's personnel. This party or the group has specifi c expertise.
"Central" contracts have mandatory participation clauses. Maturity 7. Like 6, but the group has a stable structure and may become a private enterprise. The group's personnel is multidisciplinary. For "coordinated" items, the contracts may also have mandatory participation clauses. Informal coalition emergence 0. The group has no dedicated resources. 1. The members start newsletters and records to inform each other about the progress of the group. The group has its own name. The available resources are often limited. 2. Like 1, but the group also reports about savings and plans. It is diffi cult to calculate the collaborative savings. 3. Like 2, but the group has its own website with information about the members, the group, the collaborative activities, and special details. Supplier problems are handled on the group's behalf. Formal collaborative transition 4. Like 3, but the group employs one or more managers and/or assistants. The costs are shared. 5. Like 4, but a purchasing/contract management system/portal is set in place to manage the activities and contracts of the group. All members have access to the contracts in which they participate. 6. Like 5, but the group uses performance indicators to automatically measure the performance of collaborative activities and contract compliance. The administration and management team of the purchasing group may become independent and is neutral. Maturity 7. Like 6, but the group uses e-auctions and has e-catalogs and e-links with its members. It has very competent resources regarding conducting tenders and collaborative activities.
